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On June 23, the federal government issued a decree that officially recognizes the Acquired Immune
Deficiency Syndome (AIDS) as a disease, and requires public hospitals to treat AIDS patients free of
charge. To date, nearly 26,000 AIDS cases have been confirmed, putting Brazil in fourth place worldwide in terms of absolute numbers. Prior to the decree, AIDS victims received some free treatment
at public hospitals, but the care was not applied to secondary infections that normally result from
the AIDS virus. The patients themselves had to pay for treatment of secondary infections. Luiz
Roberto Cruz, spokesperson for VIDDA, a non- governmental organization dedicated to AIDS
patients' rights, said, "This is a great victory for society, but it's only a first step, since the public
health service is in crisis." According to Cruz, the new measure "will not resolve the problem,
because public hospitals are short of medicines, specialized doctors and equipment." Next, Cruz
said he welcomed the fact that the government has "finally admitted that it [AIDS] exists. Now
hospitals won't be able to reject aids patients for economic reasons." Many private hopitals which
have signed special agreements with the Health Ministry have rejected AIDS patients fearing
that the government would not pay their bills. Celso Ramos Filho, head of the medical assistance
department at the government's National Health Care Institute, said treatment costs an average
US$16,000 per AIDS patient. The Institute is in charge of hospital administration. The new decree,
expected to benefit up to 10,000 AIDS victims, was shceduled to go into effect on July 1. On June 26,
the Health Ministry reported that treatment for AIDS victims will cost the government around US
$30 million per year, equivalent to 12% of the ministry's annual budget. Ministry spokespersons said
free care will serve as an incentive for AIDS victims to come forward, and thus for the government
to obtain more reliable statistics. According to the ministry, up to 700,000 Brazilians may be HIV
carriers, and the actual number of "terminal patients" is likely substantially higher than the total
registered by health authorities. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 06/24/92; Jornal do Brasil, Spanish
news service EFE, 06/26/92)
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